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Revisioning Blake’s Oothoon

n applying feminist perspectives (o

Blake studies critics continue to ex-
plore the disparity between Blake's
larger advocacy of human liberation
and his more limited representation of
the female in his poetry. Arguing for a
Blake who is alternately feminist,
sexist, engendered, beyond gender or
struggling towards a truly andro-
gynous vision, most implicitly accept
Fox's general categories for Blake's
portrayal of the female: positive/pas-
sive, pernicious/active, and, in the
rarest of instances, active/good.! Dis-
agreements occur in slotting specific
figures into those categories, perhaps
none quite as frustrating as Oothoon
in Visions of the Daughters of Albion.
Early modern critics hailed Oothoon
as the perfect vehicle for Blake's
psychosexual beliefs, hearing the
poet's voice resound in her cries for
“Love! Love! Love! happy happy Lovel
free as the mountain wind!" (7:16, E
50).2 Although critics celebrated her
imaginative awakening as active and
good, they still placed the poem within
the cycle of Experience because
Oothoon remained unable to share
her newly organized desires with
Theotormon.® In 1973 Peterson broke
with standard readings of Visions by
positing imperfections in Oothoon
herself as the source of her lack of
fulfillment.! Since then, more and
more critics fault Oothoon rather than
her situation for the seeming paralysis
and prophetic failure that ends her
story, suggesting she adopts the
strategies of her oppressors to become
pernicious or passive or, for some,
both.” This shifting characterization of
Oothoon foregrounds recent sociocul-
tural history in that the liberated
Oothoon of the decades culminating
in the 1960s is revisioned as the co-
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1. William Blake, Visions of the Daughters of Albion, 1793, plate 8. Courtesy of the
Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.

opted Oothoon of the 70s and 80s.  out Blake's poe[ilc career—in Visions,
Because I believe Oothoon stands for ~ Europe, Milton, and Jerusalem—I
something uniquely positive through-  hope to challenge current negative
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estimations of her by questioning
whether Visions ends in stasis as well
as in her complicity. Instead, I argue
(1) that Blake concludes Visions with
two strategic disjunctions to prompt
double vision: the emotive power of
Oothoon's language counters the
narrator's assertion of paralysis, which
is subsequently undermined by the
illuminator's image of Oothoon in
flight, and (2) that Oothoon's exper-
ience is ultimately progressive rather
than degenerative.

Assessments of Oothoon’s general
failure derive from a negative reading of
the ending, where the darker visions of
the narrator follow Oothoon's last
joyous exhortations:

Arise you little glancing wings, and sing
your infant joy!

Arise and drink your bliss, for every
thing that lives is holy!

Thus every morning wails Oothoon. but

Theotormon sits
Upon the margind ocean conversing
with shadows dire.

The Daughters of Albion hear her woes,

& eccho back her sighs.
(8:6-13, E 51)

By dramatically shifting both the tem-
poral and emotional planes of the text,
these concluding lines replace con-
ventional narrative past tense with a
continuing present and move from ex-
ultation to resignation. Just as Oothoon
reaches the apex of her awakening, the
narrative reduces her culminating
vision to daily activity; her resounding
proclamations of liberty turn into the
narrator’s “wails,” “sighs,” and “woes."
Given the narrator's disconcerting
summary view of Oothoon's orations,
many readers believe her prophetic
insights conclude with failure, since
she does not appear to free Theotor-
mon or her sisters.

Although the illumination that fol-
lows the last three lines depicts
Oothoon in flight (pl. 8, illus. 1),° sup-
planting the Urizenic pursuer illus-
trated on the title page (pl. i, illus. 2),
and possibly bearing the word to her

sisters, most critics envision her at
tale’s end locked in the static tableau
Blake illustrates in his frontispiece (pl.
i, illus. 3). Even the more optimistic
Johnson and Grant believe the bound
tableau scene eclipses the final visual
impression of hard-won freedom:

Oothoon never actually escapes from the
two warped lovers she is bound to. The
three appear locked in their situation in the
full-page frontispiece (or tailpiece in one
copy), plate i, in a sort of *No Exit" triangle,
even though Oothoon has achieved
psychological liberation and brings her

detrr B /ﬁ-d!?‘ /&'H(.nis‘.

message to the Daughters of Albion in the
final design.”

As Johnson and Grant indicate, Blake
used the frontispiece as a tailpiece in
the early (if not original) copy A of
Visions, but then consistently posi-
tioned it as frontispiece in every other
copy;® while shifting plates is the
easiest mode of revision for a poet
who loves to play with textual order-
ings, I believe Blake deliberately
presented the tableau scene as fron-
tispiece to avoid leaving viewers with
a closing image of paralysis. Neverthe-
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2. William Blake, Visions of the Daugbters of Albion, 1793, plate ii, title page. Courtesy
of the Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.
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less, readers find the frontispiece an
apt illustration of the poem’s ending,
accepting verbatim the narrator’s
vision of Oothoon.

Imaging that bound Oothoon, critics
track back through the tale to uncover
the character faults thataccount for her
defeat. To some extent doing so re-
enacts Bromion's labeling of Oothoon
as harlot after he rapes her; the nar-
rator tells us Oothoon wails daily, and
rather than question how this is true,
we return to her story for the reasons
why. Why, however, do we so readily
take the narrator's final despairing
description at face value? A work that
impugns the validity of individual per-
ceptions and perspectives, notes their
dependence on the identity of the per-
ceiver, refrains from identifying the
narrator (unlike many other Blake
books),” and repeatedly points to the
imaginative necessity of double vision
requires us to question the authority of
the narrative conclusion.

Rather than support or even describe
the ending, the frontispiece establishes
how individuals shape or frame what is
seen, Circumscribing the primary
image—Oothoon and Bromion bound
back to back while Theotormon cavers
his head—is a cave whose outline
forms a human skull while the sun
above Bromion's head doubles as an
eye (in many copies). As mere illustra-
tion of the text, the image might refer
to two specific passages: the narrator’s
description of how Theotormon
“folded his black jealous waters round
the adulterate pair / Bound back to
back in Bromions caves terror & meek-
ness dwell” (2:4-5, E 46) and Oothoon's
glance at the sun through Theotormon'’s
eyes, where “Instead of mom arises a
bright shadow, like an eye” (2:35, E 47).
As illumination, Blake's sun-eye and
cave-skull indicate how perspective
influences perception; both the eye
and I of the perceiver (narrator and
reader) determine what is seen, We
look through our own eyes and skull
to see the mirroring eyes and skull of
the narrator peering back at us. And

the frontispiece’s primary image of the
trio recedes into these reflecting mir-
rors, frustrating efforts to “converge
upon a critical center; Oothoon wails
on just at the margin of our compre-
hension.""” Instead of revealing the way
Oothoon's story ends, the frontispiece
diagrams how visions accrue through
individual perspective.

The title page that follows similarly
comments on the nature of perception
through its illumination and language.
The title emphasizes plural vision with
a grammatical ambiguity that calls at-
tention to the identity of the perceiver-

3. William Blake, Visfons of the
Daughters of Albion, 1793, plate i, fron-
tispiece. Courtesy of the Yale Center for
British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.

narrator by making us wonder whose
visions constitute Visions of the
Daughiers of Albion. Does Blake use
“of” as a possessive indicating the
Daughters who see these visions or as
a preposition pointing toward an ex-
ternal narrator who envisions the
Daughters? Why are the visions multi-
ple? The plurality of vision could refer
to the three participants in the tale, or
the three days over which the tale en-
sues, but these plurals still occur
within a single overall narrative

vision.!! Are they “visions" because
textual narration differs from visual
narration? Is the narrator also the il-
luminator, as Blake's title page to The
Book of Urizensuggests (where Urizen
writes with one hand and illustrates
with the other, pl. 1, illus. 4), or do
narrator and illuminator offer separate
and equally unreliable visions? Perhaps
the visions are plural because internal
evidence offers the viewer more than
one way of seeing Oothoon's exper-
ience, overriding any single reading of
the conclusion. The motto warns, “The
Eye sees more than the Heart knows”
(pl, ii, E 45): beyond its obvious ap-
plication to Theotormon, Bromion,
Oothoon, and her sisters, the motto
speaks directly to readers whose eyes
see more of Blake's composite intent
than either the verbal or visual text
establishes.'

Among the visual cues of the title
page, the vertically and horizontally
centered “i” of “Albion” is augmented
by a figure crouching over the “bi";
reminiscent of the bowed (unseeing)
head of Theotormon (pl. i) and an-
ticipating the bowed (unseeing)
Daughters depicted later (pl. 7), the
figure implicates the unitary perspec-
tive of a seeing eye/1, Plate 1 (illus. 5)
similarly attacks the seeing eye/I
through the annotated “i”s of “Visions”:
the first is dotted with a dreamy female
figure on a cloud while an archer aims
his arrow through the second. Other
figures on the top of plate 1 slyly
undermine the closure of narrative
vision: the illuminator frames the
printed word “Visions" with a curved
“V* on the left and a sinuously robed
figure on the right—just as the narrator
frames Oothoon'’s story with introduc-
tory and concluding present tense
statements, That same “V” sets off the
text's enlarged first word—"Enslav'd"—
when paired with the comma that
follows. A robed figure also appears to
drip paint or tears over the word
“weep,"" hinting, perhaps, at a narra-
tive inability to see beyond enslave-
ment. As the illuminator suggests, the
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